The brief narrative of eighty-eight pages is divided into three chapters ("The Perfect Suburb, 1856-71," "Years of Growth, 1872-89," and "A City Neighborhood, 1890-1910").
The Hyde Park that Block discusses is only a small part (3 square miles) of the former township of Hyde Park (48 square miles), and it extends south from 47th Street to 59th Street and east from Cottage Grove Road to Lake Michigan. This is the northeast corner of the township which a real estate speculator, Paul Cornell, saw as an ideal place to plan a commuter village.
In 1853 Cornell bought three-hundred acres between 51st and 55th Streets and promptly gave sixty to the Illinois Central Railroad in return for the promise of a passenger station and commuter service to downtown Chicago, less than ten miles away. Three years later Hyde Park was an official suburb when the Illinois Central opened Chicago's first suburban passenger station at 53rd and Lake Park.
In the early years Hyde Park grew into three distinct neighborhoods:
Kenwood, Hyde Park Center, and South Park.
Kenwood was closest to Chicago and became the most fashionable, largely because it adjoined Chicago's wealthy Prairie Avenue district that extended south into Kenwood. Hyde Park Center and South Park were more modest, and many workingmen in fact lived there. The opening of the University of Chicago in Hyde Park Center in the early 1890s gave Hyde Park a major boost.
The prestigeous university was a "clean industry" that added status to the community and helped Hyde Park keep up with its northside rival, Evanston, which was the home of Northwestern University.
By 1910 Cornell's dream of Hyde Park becoming a prosperous suburb had been realized although it remained a highly variegated community in terms of class.
What is surprisingly missing is any discussion of the growth of the black population on Chicago's South Side and its impact in Hyde Park.
While granting that the black population in Hyde Park was less than five percent in 1910, the figure grew greatly in the next decade.
Those years were also marked by incidents of racial violence as white residents attempted to block the movement of blacks into the community.
The confrontations culminated in a savage race riot in July 1919 in which forty-eight persons died in Hyde Park and other neighborhoods on the South Side.
A brief epilogue would have been useful to summarize some of this history of Hyde Park after 1910, with some discussion also of the factors behind the community renaissance that Hyde Park Houses reflects.
